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Books and Media
Essay: Life in the Big Meh
The title comes from my response,
“Deliverance from
or the absence of it, to John Branch’s exhaus27,000 Feet”
tively researched and richly illustrated piece in
By John Branch
the December 19, 2017, New York Times. Branch
The New York Times
writes about the ill-starred dream of four BenPublished December 19,
gali climbers—three men and a woman—all of
2017, online;
modest or little resources, who scrimped and
December 24, 2017,
saved to pursue their dreams of climbing Everin print. nytimes.com/
est. They signed on to a budget expedition,
interactive/2017/12/18/
and through various high-altitude mishaps, got
stranded above 26,000 feet with uncertain sup- sports/everest-deaths.html
port from their guides. The three men died; the
woman was rescued in the mountain’s South
Col and survives.
I am used to reading climbing stories and feeling a good measure of empathy; the current of linkage runs medium to strong between me and whoever
is caught up and out there. Not so much with this story. I emerge from its
thousands of words with a shrug and a slight feeling of depletion. I feel sorry,
as always, for their survivors (no one climbs on his or her own), but the four
knew where they were headed, even as the glitter of their long dream rose
before them.
Their dream seems a very modern one. It is, among the 7 billion of us,
just another dream sought along a track beaten by many fore-climbers. It
seems evidence of our expansive multitudes that even this far extreme of
earth is peopled by any number of dead and missing, and that our tattered
encampments there shred and fade and live on in the wind and sun and
storm. Everest and those who climb it now seem apt symbols of our utter
inability to live lightly on the earth. Instead we die as part of a general litter
we leave.
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My reaction, “Meh,” is disconcerting. It feels as if some reliable constant
has been scooped (or scoped) out of me. I have always relied on the decency
and empathy that seems common to adventurers, even as many are egodriven. The bad apples seem few, and they have not spoiled the barrel. But
now the barrel seems not so much spoiled as empty.
Recently, I’ve written about the effects of the trend toward extreme adventure on our regional search-and-rescue culture, and, by extension, on the
adventure lands themselves, where the rescuers are the dominant cultural
force. Now I wonder if one of the effects of the trend runs parallel to our
current politics, where an inclusive caring for “the other” seems to be fading,
replaced by an impatient animosity with that “other.” Those who press into
the geography of no-go terra do so in numbers and with willfulness that saps
our sense of brother- and sisterhood, I think. “Really?” we think or say with
some exasperation . . . and then we turn away. What’s next here in the Big
Meh, we seem to be asking.
Tweet me to the moon.
—Sandy Stott

White Mountain Guide
Compiled and edited by Steven D. Smith
Appalachian Mountain Club Books, 2017.
656 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-934028-85-8. Price: $24.95
(paperback with pull-out maps. A hardcover
with waterproof maps and journal is available
at outdoors.org/amcstore.)
If you’re planning a hike in the
mountains of New Hampshire, you need the
ten essentials, including backpack, sturdy
boots, food, water, extra clothes—and the
30th edition of the White Mountain Guide.
As all of us who venture among the peaks and valleys of the Granite State
have long known, the Appalachian Mountain Club’s White Mountain Guide
is the hiker’s bible. Simply put, no other resource is more comprehensive,
informative, authoritative, and indispensible.
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Every few years since the first edition rolled off the presses in 1907,
AMC has updated its iconic guide, and its staff and Steven D. Smith, who
compiled and edited this most recent 30th installment, deserve huge kudos
for achieving the near-impossible: improving what already seemed to be the
perfect reference volume.
The maps are easier to read, trail descriptions clearer, distances and other
statistics recalibrated, information better organized, and most important, sections rewritten to account for rerouted trails and other changes made necessary by damage from Hurricane Irene in 2011.
The boxed guide includes more than 500 trail descriptions; six full-color,
GPS-charted, pull-out topographic maps; useful advice on planning excursions, safety, shuttles to and from trailheads; and a list of recommended hikes
ranging from the easy (Crystal Cascade in Tuckerman Ravine) to strenuous
(the tallest: Mount Washington).
As one who years ago nearly tumbled down the long-closed Adams Slide
Trail after foolishly consulting an out-of-date edition of the White Mountain
Guide, I can’t recommend more strongly that hikers acquire Smith’s revised
book. Hang on to the old editions, though. They look nice lined up in a row
on the bookshelf.
—Steve Fagin
Book Review Editor

Mount Washington:
Narratives and Perspectives
Edited by Mike Dickerman
The History Press, 2017. 224 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-62585-901-3. Price: $21.99
(paperback).
Search for “Mount Washington”
on the Amazon books or Appalachian
Mountain Club websites and you’ll discover
a veritable library of volumes about
New Hampshire’s celebrated peak—not to
mention scads of Mount Washington products
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including paperweights, zipper pulls, T-shirts, trail signs, posters, lapel pins,
and water bottles—which raises the question: Have we sort of had our fill
about the Northeast’s tallest summit?
The answer is decidedly “no” once you consider the collection of essays
contained in Mount Washington: Narratives and Perspectives, edited by Mike
Dickerman.
This 2017 edition, a condensed version of Dickerman’s 1999 book of the
same name, includes vintage writings about Mount Washington that are in
retrospect sometimes amusing.
Jeremy Belknap’s 1784 essay, for instance, describes an ascent that year by
“a company of gentlemen” who lugged along a telescope, sextant, thermometer, barometer, and other instruments to compile various measurements, “but
they were unhappily broken in the course of the journey, through the rugged
roads and thick woods.”
The men’s fingers were too frozen, anyway, and the fog too thick to get
accurate readings, so they relied on estimates. Their calculation for the summit elevation: nearly 10,000 feet above sea level.
Other writings chronicle various mountainside tragedies, including a
plane crash, and the “melancholy occurrence” of September 13, 1855, when
23-year-old Elizabeth Greene Bourne of Kennebunk, Maine, had the dubious
distinction of becoming the first person to perish on the summit.
“Lizzie,” as she was called, along with her cousin Lucy and uncle George,
underestimated the difficulty of the climb and were beaten down by high
winds and plunging temperatures.
Floyd W. Ramsey’s account describes Uncle George’s futile efforts to save
Lizzie. He built a stone wall as a shield against the elements, and when he
crawled outside it to comfort his niece, “the roaring wind and bitter cold
quickly engulfed him. . . . As the hours passed, he began to suffer miserably.
Then, around ten o’clock, as he lay down next to Lizzie, he reached for one
of her hands. It was icy cold! Trembling, he touched her forehead. That was
cold too!”
We know, of course, how the story ends—as have, unfortunately, so many
mountain tales.
Dickerman’s book, illustrated by vintage black-and-white photographs, is
an interesting read, in a morbid kind of way. It is a perfect companion volume
to the next book up for review.
—Steve Fagin
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Death in the White Mountains:
Hiker Fatalities and How to Avoid
Being One
By Julie Boardman
Bondcliff Books, 2017. 192 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-931271-34-9. Price: $17.95
(paperback).
There are all kinds of ways to kick the
bucket in the mountains. You can freeze to
death, collapse from the heat, drown, wind up
buried by an avalanche, suffer a heart attack,
stroke or other medical emergency, be struck
by lightning, get murdered, or, of course, fall
off a cliff.
During the last two centuries more than 200 hikers, climbers, and backcountry skiers have faced the Grim Reaper in New Hampshire’s White Mountains, and Julia Boardman’s grim volume separates the chapters by methods
of demise.
Some of these reports contained detailed chronologies and descriptions;
others are stark, one- or two-sentence accounts: Geoffrey Bowdoin, 18, was
hiking near the Dry River with classmates on October 10, 1971. “While crossing the river, which was running high, he fell in and drowned.”
The book delivers, as promised, an abundance of death but falls somewhat
shorter regarding advice on avoiding fatality. In fairness, though, what can
you say beyond, “Don’t get too close to the edge,” or “Make sure you have
plenty of warm clothing.”
Those who crave more gripping chronicles of human tragedy might
want to curl up with Nicholas Howe’s 2009 tearjerker, Not Without Peril: 150
Years of Misadventure on the Presidential Range of New Hampshire or Peter
W. Kick’s 2015 somber collection, Desperate Steps: Life, Death, and Choices
Made in the Mountains of the Northeast (both published by the Appalachian
Mountain Club).
Boardman’s book, though, and the others serve as reminders that although
the mountains give us much joy and adventure, death’s cold hand is never too
far afield.
—Steve Fagin
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Critical Hours: Search and
Rescue in the White Mountains
By Sandy Stott
University Press of New England, 2018.
284 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-5126-0040-7 (paperback);
978-1-5126-0176-3 (ebook).
Price: $22.95 (paperback);
$17.99 (ebook).
Readers
of
this
journal’s
“Accidents” report know Sandy Stott,
who has been its editor since 2014 and
who edited the journal itself for the
decade of the 1990s. He has been hiking in the White Mountains of New Hampshire his entire life. A disclaimer:
The author is my colleague, and I encouraged him to write this book.
Search and rescue might seem the closing chapter of a dramatic story
of mishap or tragedy, but in Critical Hours, SAR rises to its deserved place
as a crucial part of mountain life. All climbers can get into trouble in the
unpredictable Whites and in the 21st century find themselves in a web of
government agencies, volunteer aid, “spot-on (or not) technology and flying
machines,” Stott writes. Add in the state law that allows New Hampshire Fish
and Game the right to charge victims deemed negligent in their behavior for
rescue costs and the growing popularity of peakbagging, and it’s very easy to
see why SAR operations have intensified and expanded in the last century.
Stott writes in a lyrical style that combines a sense of the poetic with
his yearning to understand what happened. White Mountain veterans will
recognize some of the more famous slips, falls, and disasters and encounter
many new stories. Stott tells them all through the fascinating “back story”
of the SAR machine. Much of chapter 2, “Finding Kate: Searchers’ Stories,”
appeared first in this journal. Other stories represent expansions of items
from former “Accidents” reports, such as the mysterious drowning death of
experienced hiker Clairemarie C. in the Gale River in 2015, which introduce
“a few thoughts on crossing rivers alone.”
Stott tells how the history of the Whites—logging, the Weeks Act that
created the White Mountain National Forest, Appalachian Mountain Club
hut builder Joseph Brooks Dodge, the twentieth-century adventure boom,
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and more—all affected how government and volunteer mountain workers
make decisions. He dissects court cases that have shaped SAR, such as the
lawsuit after Cheryl Weingarten’s tragic 1994 fall and the state’s attempt
to charge for the cost of the 2009 search for teenager Scott Mason. Stott
argues against all-professional SAR operations in the Whites, asking instead
for restraint that requires that climbers and walkers prepare better to
help themselves. There’s so much more here. Everyone fascinated by the
Whites will want this book for their shelves right next to a collection of
Appalachia journals.
—Christine Woodside

In Wild Trust: Larry Aumiller’s 30 Years
Among the McNeil River Brown Bears
By Jeff Fair, with photographs by
Larry Aumiller
University of Alaska Press, 2017. 165 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-60223-323-2. Price: $32.95
(hardcover).
These pages explore and celebrate
the remarkable confluence of a place, wild
creatures, and an extraordinary human
being. The place is southwest Alaska’s
McNeil River State Game Sanctuary
(established in 1967) with its legendary
salmon runs. The creatures are brown bears (Ursus arctos), which,
attracted by the fish, congregate on the river in numbers seen nowhere
else in the world. The individual is Larry Aumiller, who spent 30 years
managing the sanctuary, learned to understand and respect bear behavior,
and turned McNeil into an unparalleled place for safely observing bears near
at hand.
Jeff Fair, a writer and biologist, lives in Palmer, Alaska. He serves on the
Appalachia Committee. His evocative prose and insightful observations bring
vividly to life Aumiller’s passion for wild places and animals, the Alaska backcountry, and the routines of camp life and visitor management. The book is
lavishly illustrated by Aumiller’s photographs, which depict beautiful scenery,
visitors to the sanctuary, the facilities, but most of all the bears. Aumiller
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captured bears eating, fighting, teaching cubs, playing, and just wandering
around, sometimes within just a few feet of people.
Aumiller grew up in suburban Denver where, with his grandfather, he
found places to hunt and fish and developed an appreciation of nature. A natural artist, he earned a college degree in fine arts. After graduating he entered
the army and was slated for Vietnam until the Pentagon decided it needed an
illustrator in Washington. Soon after his hitch was up, he drove to Alaska and
secured a summer job counting salmon for the Alaska Department of Fish
and Game, a position that ultimately led to his assignment at McNeil.
Despite the lack of formal training in wildlife biology, Aumiller became
a renowned bear expert, developing a kind of interspecies “trust” with the
animals through psychological savvy, respect for the wild, and both methodical and serendipitous learning. Fair succinctly captures the secret sauce of
Aumiller’s success. “Biologists count things,” he writes, “and naturalists
observe. Aumiller did both. But artists interpret, and therein lay his strength.”
Aumiller developed a system of regularly timed visits with consistent
numbers of visitors and rules for “thoughtful unintrusive, non-threatening
human behaviors” that enabled people to get close to the bears as the creatures went about natural activities. He also dealt with bears wandering into
camp, commercial fishermen who disrupted the salmon runs, low airplane
flyovers, and hunters who got too close. Gatherings of friends and colleagues,
his wedding to Colleen Matt, and his daughter Kianna are all part of the cycle
of summers at McNeil.
Aumiller left the job in 2005 after the state opened adjacent lands to bear
trophy hunting and put McNeil bruins in harm’s way. He believed this action
violated the refuge concept established by state law and saw it as a personal
betrayal. Ultimately, the hunting decision was reversed, and Aumiller has
returned to the sanctuary as a visitor and volunteer with enthusiasm and joy.
Aumiller has become an iconic figure in the world of bear conservation,
garnering well-deserved accolades and awards. He has dedicated himself to
ensuring that McNeil remains solely a place for bears and unobtrusive human
observation. Anyone who believes in the beauty, value, and power of wild
places will find Aumiller’s story inspiriting.
—David K. Leff
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Adventures of a Deaf-Mute and Other
Short Pieces
By William B. Swett
Gallaudet University Press, 2017. 128 pages.
ISBN: 978-1-56368-683-2. Price: $24.95
(paperback; also available in Kindle and
e-book editions).
Like me, like you, William Swett climbed
in the White Mountains—only, he did it right
after the Civil War.
For three summers between 1865 and 1868,
Swett (1824–1884) worked as a mountain
guide and handyman in the Profile House, a
tourist destination in Franconia Notch (it burned down in 1923). The job was
a form of grief therapy; two of his five children had died the year before.
Swett was a man of nonchalant courage, “ready-witted and withal not
afraid of a little hard work.” He was also deaf, mute, and undeterred by fellow
workmen baffled by his “signs and gestures and little slate.”
Guests were often judgmental, confusing hearing for acumen. One morning “a gentleman from New Jersey” flatly refused to use him for a guide.
By night, the gentleman was lost near Walker’s Falls, and the rescuing Swett
discovered him “perched on a rock, wiping his brow vigorously.” Sunset has
swift effects on judgment. “His conduct,” Swett writes, “somewhat belied his
previously expressed opinion.”
Carrying a hatchet in his belt, and in what seemed a continually cheerful state of drying out from this storm on Mount Lafayette or those 20-foot
spring snowdrifts in the Ammonoosuc, Swett sought manual adventure when
he wasn’t busy with manual work. Once, he planted a 10-by-5-foot flag on
what he thought was the head of the Old Man of the Mountain. After an
arduous ascent up and down, he saw that he had planted it not on the head,
but on the Adam’s apple—which was anatomically unacceptable. “I struck off
and up again through the pathless woods.”
The writing here is charmingly formal. In the grip of great winds, the
Profile House “shook like a person with the ague”; guiding a photographer in
backcountry (and carrying over 100 pounds of his equipment), “all was utter
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silence to me; my companion doing the hearing for both of us, while, I suppose, I did my share of the thinking.” Swett could not hear himself talk, but
clearly, this good writer heard himself think.
—Elissa Ely

Where You’ll Find Me: Risk, Decisions,
and the Last Climb of Kate Matrosova
By Ty Gagne
TMC Books, 2017. 192 pages.
ISBN: 978-0-9962181-5-3. Price: $19.95
(paperback).
After Kate Matrosova’s death in 2015
in New Hampshire’s White Mountains, Ty
Gagne (the CEO of the New Hampshire
Public Risk Management Exchange) began
using her story in presentations on how
decisions affect safety and risk. Gagne’s
thorough research, wide-ranging interviews,
and attention to detail in this book takes mountaineering accident analysis
to a new level.
Much has been written about the tragedy and search, including Sandy
Stott’s excellent accounts in Appalachia (“Too Cold” in Winter/Spring 2016,
and “Looking for Kate” in Summer/Fall 2016). Gagne’s essay based upon the
book’s prologue, “Weakness in Numbers,” appeared in this journal’s Winter/
Spring 2018 issue (page 56).
A caller to New Hampshire Public Radio, on which Gagne was a guest
not long ago, asked why we need this book. We sometimes hear questions
like that from readers of Appalachia’s “Accidents” section. People read such
reports out of curiosity (and perhaps sometimes with a sense of the macabre),
but they also learn about making decisions that will save lives.
Gagne goes deep into the background and motivations of Matrosova,
speaking with people who knew her well, including her husband, Charlie Farhoodi, who gave very few interviews. A clear picture emerges of this dynamic,
vibrant Russian immigrant who stood out in academics and in her work in
the financial sector. She brought this same passion and energy to mountaineering and had set her sights on the Seven Summits (the highest peak
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on each continent); she had already climbed Kilimanjaro, El’brus, Denali,
and Aconcagua. We learn, however, that she had climbed them with guides
and thus may have lacked what Gagne describes as critical decision-making
“soft skills.”
The heart of this book are Matrosova’s key decision points, starting with
her plan for a 15-mile traverse of the northern Presidentials in 13.5 hours. This
was ambitious for her second White Mountains trip but plausible in ideal
conditions for someone of her high level of fitness.
The author does a brilliant job of integrating research, including how
hypothermia can affect a person’s ability to understand risk. With the benefit of her GPS technology, we learn precisely where she was and when,
which makes the analysis that much more compelling. Gagne observes that
Matrosova, while traveling “fast and light,” packed two Apple iPhones, a Garmin GPS, a satellite phone, and a personal locator beacon. Could all this
technology in her pack have given her a false sense of security?
Gagne tells the story step by step, describing how at 10:27 a.m., already
behind schedule after descending Mount Madison, she struggled up Mount
Adams and, descending to the Star Lake area, set off her emergency locator beacon. Her body was found 21 hours later. Gagne describes in detail
the heroic efforts of New Hampshire Fish and Game, Mountain Rescue Service, Androscoggin Valley Search and Rescue Service, and others who put
their lives on the line in temperatures as low as –16 degrees Fahrenheit and
winds as strong as 125 mph on nearby Mount Washington at the time she
was found.
Where You’ll Find Me includes a superb analysis of the complicated nature
of mountain rescues with so many phone calls to organize the agencies and
people involved, as well as the limitations of the technology, which sent multiple conflicting locations for her whereabouts throughout the evening and
next day.
The author, to his credit, avoids being judgmental, laying out the facts
so that readers draw their own conclusions. Once I started reading, I
could hardly put it down. While we can never know what Matrosova was
thinking, Gagne does an excellent job incorporating research on decision
making, situational awareness, and hypothermia to lay out some possibilities. I was left wondering if Matrosova thought defeat was even possible, and
what might have gone through her mind as she pushed up Adams for more
than two hours before finally turning around, just short of the summit. At
what point did she realize that she was in trouble? I was also reminded of the
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Norman Maclean quote: “If you don’t know the ground, you are probably
wrong about nearly everything else.”
Where You’ll Find Me has many beautiful drawings that illustrate key
moments of Matrosova’s last climb. There are also helpful photos (including
some dramatic ones of rescuers fighting the extreme winds). Future editions
could benefit from the additions of an index and summary timeline of events.
Like many others, I had strong reactions when I first learned of this tragedy. I wondered why anybody would push so hard in such extreme weather,
but also felt a kind of kinship, a sense that, “There, but for the grace of God,
go I.” After reading this book, I realize the need to go deeper within myself to
better ensure safety in future adventures.
—Douglass P. Teschner
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